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White 85.6% 91.3% 72.4%
Black 5.5% 2.9% 12.6%
American	Indian 0.3% 0.4% 0.9%
Asian 3.5% 1.7% 4.8%
Pacific	Islander 0.1% 0.1% 0.2%
Some	Other	Race 2.7% 1.8% 6.2%
























































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































Program	Type Organizational	Foundation Physical	Accessiblity Client	Analysis Organizational	Financial	Cost Facility	Requirements Existing	Services
Food	Pantry Religious ✔ ✔ ✔
Food	Pantry Religious ✔
Food	Pantry Religious ✔ ✔ ✔
Food	Pantry Religious ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔
Food	Pantry Religious ✔




Free	Meal	Program Religious ✔ ✔ ✔
Free	Meal	Program Religious ✔ ✔ ✔
Food	Pantry	Parent	Organization Religious ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔
Free	Meal	Program	Funding	Source Government ✔  ✔
Free	Meal	Program Government ✔ ✔ ✔
Food	Pantry Government ✔
Food	Pantry Non-Governmental	Organization ✔ ✔
Food	Pantry Non-Governmental	Organization ✔ ✔
Free	Meal	Program Non-Governmental	Organization ✔ ✔
Food	Pantry	and	Free	Meal	Program Non-Governmental	Organization ____ ____ ____ ____ ____
Location	Selection	Criteria
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accessibility	as	a	consideration	during	their	location	selection	process.		In	practice,	all	of	
these	organizers	identified	access	to	public	transportation	as	important	and	one	program	
organizer	also	discussed	the	importance	of	accessible	parking	options	and	handicap	
accessibility.		Two	of	the	organizers	reported	client	considerations	as	an	important	
criterion	in	their	location	selection	process.		These	program	organizers	discussed	this	
through	a	desire	to	be	close	to	homeless	populations	by	locating	in	downtown	Des	Moines.		
One	organizer	reported	facility	requirements	as	a	consideration	during	their	location	
selection	process.		This	program	organizer	mentioned	the	importance	of	an	office	for	their	
executive	director,	a	check-in	office	with	privacy,	space	for	a	nurse’s	office	with	privacy,	
clothing	closet	space,	and	area	for	food	storage	and	distribution.		None	of	the	participating	
non-governmental	programs	reported	criteria	relating	to	the	categories	of	financial	cost	or	
existing	services.		
Food	assistance	programs	with	governmental	foundations	accounted	for	16%	(3	of	
19)	of	the	participating	programs.		Program	organizers	reported	at	least	one	criterion	from	
at	least	one	category	though	not	programs	utilized	all	five	categories.		All	three	of	the	
programs	with	governmental	foundations	reported	client	considerations	as	important	
criteria	during	their	location	selection	process.		Program	organizers	reported	working	with	
the	community	members	to	meet	their	needs	and	interests,	evaluating	their	locations	using	
demographic	information	collected	from	clients,	and	always	working	to	be	closer	to	more	
clients.			2	of	the	3	programs	reported	physical	accessibility	as	important	criteria	during	the	
location	selection	process.		Program	organizers	reported	working	to	make	sure	their	
buildings	were	ADA	compliant,	had	accessible	parking,	and	were	spread	out	through	the	
Des	Moines	MPA.		1	of	the	3	programs	identified	the	importance	of	facility	requirements.		1	
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of	the	3	programs	reported	existing	services	as	a	consideration	during	their	location	
selection	process.		This	organizer	reported	the	importance	for	the	building	to	be	ADA	
compliant.		None	of	the	participating	food	assistance	programs	with	governmental	
foundations	reported	criteria	related	to	financial	cost	for	their	location	selection	process.		
The	location	selection	decision-making	process	and	criteria	as	reported	by	program	
organizers	helps	to	provide	valuable	insight	into	this	process	in	practice	in	the	Des	Moines	
MPA.		According	to	the	interviews	with	organizers,	there	appears	to	be	a	general	interest	to	
understand	and	consider	different	location	selection	criteria	related	to	physical	
accessibility,	clients,	organizational	financial	cost,	facility	requirements,	and	other	existing	
services.		None	of	the	programs	reported	criteria	from	all	of	these	categories	but	they	did	
appear	to	be	making	a	concerted	effort	to	understand	their	potential	locations	at	varying	
degrees	and	make	sure	they	worked	for	their	organization	and	service.	Organizational	
foundations	appeared	to	influence	the	potential	criteria	considered	by	each	organizations.		
Given	the	responses	to	the	in-depth	interviews,	it	appears	that	religious	organizations	may	
have	central	concerns	regarding	the	organizational	financial	cost	of	a	location	in	a	way	that	
appears	to	be	different	from	the	cost	concerns	for	non-governmental	and	governmental	
organizations.		Religious	organizations	also	reported	considering	criteria	related	to	the	
other	categories	but	the	standard	response	across	most	participating	religious	
organizations	centered	on	organizational	financial	cost.		In	contrast,	the	program	
organizers	of	non-governmental	and	governmental	programs	more	frequently	reported	
location	selection	criteria	and	considerations	related	to	physical	accessibility	and	client	
analysis.		This	does	not	mean	that	non-governmental	and	governmental	programs	are	not	
concerned	with	organizational	financial	cost	but	may	identify	that	organizational	
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foundations	may	play	a	role	in	influencing	the	location	selection	decision-making	process	
and	criteria.		These	findings	are	valuable	as	they	provide	another	perspective	for	
understanding	the	geographic	accessibility	of	food	assistance	programs	operating	in	the	
Des	Moines	MPA	by	understanding	the	location	selection	process	in	practice	from	the	
perspective	of	food	assistance	program	organizers.	
	
Evaluating	Geographic	Accessibility	
	 Geographic	information	systems	(GIS)	was	utilized	in	this	research	to	evaluate	the	
geographic	accessibility	of	food	assistance	programs	by	evaluating	the	geographic	
proximity	of	programs	to	public	transit	stops,	supplemental	services,	and	potential	areas	of	
need	as	understood	using	demographic	data.		By	understanding	the	areas	surrounding	food	
assistance	programs	this	research	is	able	to	create	a	greater	understanding	of	their	
potential	geographic	accessibility	for	low-income	individuals	and	families.		This	geographic	
analysis	took	place	by	utilizing	¼	mile	circular	buffers	around	all	seventy-seven	food	
assistance	programs	located	in	the	Des	Moines	MPA,	based	on	their	reported	physical	
addresses,	to	identify	if	the	programs	were	within	close	geographic	proximity	to	the	public	
transportation	network,	supplemental	services,	census	tracts	with	higher	percentages	of	
poverty,	and	census	tracts	with	higher	percentages	of	racial	diversity	among	residents,	all	
valuable	indicators	of	food	assistance	program	accessibility	and	need.			
	 The	geographic	proximity	of	food	assistance	programs	to	the	public	transportation	
network	provides	valuable	insight	into	the	potential	geographic	accessibility	of	food	
assistance	programs,	as	the	public	transportation	can	be	one	effective	method	for	low-
income	individuals	and	families	to	travel	in	the	Des	Moines	MPA.		This	research	evaluated	
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the	accessibility	of	food	assistance	programs	to	the	public	transportation	network	by	
identifying	the	food	assistance	programs	that	are	within	¼	of	a	mile	from	one	or	more	
public	transportation	stops.		
	
	
Figure	3-6:	Public	transportation	routes	and	food	assistance	programs	in	the	Des	Moines	
MPA.	
	
Overall,	73%	(56	of	77)	of	the	food	assistance	programs	located	in	the	Des	Moines	MPA	are	
located	within	¼	of	a	mile	from	at	least	one	or	more	public	transportation	stops	(see	figure	
3-6).		Of	the	programs	participating	in	this	research,	68%	(11	of	19)	were	located	within	¼	
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mile	of	1	or	more	public	transportation	stops.		All	of	the	independent	programs	(2	of	2)	and	
65%	(11	of	17)	of	the	partnered	programs	were	accessible	via	public	transportation.		Two	
of	the	3	government	programs,	all	the	4	nongovernmental	programs,	and	7	of	the	12	
religious	programs	were	located	within	¼	mile	of	a	public	transportation	stop.		This	
measure	is	based	on	public	transportation	stops	that	intersected	with	the	food	assistance	
program	buffers.	
	 The	geographic	proximity	of	food	assistance	programs	to	supplemental	services	is	
another	valuable	indicator	for	understanding	the	geographic	accessibility	of	food	
assistance	programs.		Low-income	individuals	and	families	experience	limited	resources,	
including	time	and	methods	for	travel,	so	it	is	important	that	trips	are	efficient	and	
effective.		If	possible,	it	is	beneficial	to	combine	multiple	errands	and	stops	into	one	single	
trip	so	it	can	help	encourage	the	use	of	a	food	assistance	program	if	the	program	is	located	
near	services	that	low-income	individuals	and	families	may	need.		This	research	identified	
42	supplemental	services	in	the	Des	Moines	MPA,	including	health	services,	homeless	
shelters,	social	services,	and	transitional	living	facilities	(see	figure	3-7).		Overall,	38%	(29	
of	77)	of	the	food	assistance	programs	located	within	the	Des	Moines	MPA	are	within	¼	
mile	from	1	or	more	supplemental	services.		Of	the	programs	participating	in	this	research,	
47%	(9	of	19)	were	located	within	¼	mile	of	a	supplemental	service.		All	(2	of	2)	of	the	
independent	programs	and	41%	(7	of	17)	of	the	partnered	programs	were	accessible	in	
this	way.		1	of	the	3	government	programs,	3	of	the	4	nongovernmental	programs,	and	5	of	
the	12	religious	programs	were	located	within	¼	of	a	mile	of	1	or	more	supplemental	
services.		This	measure	is	based	on	supplemental	services	that	intersected	with	the	food	
assistance	program	buffers.	
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Figure	3-7:	The	locations	of	supplemental	services	in	the	Des	Moines	MPA.	
	
	 Poverty	is	a	useful	indicator	of	food	assistance	program	usage	and	need.		
Government	operated	food	assistance	programs	have	specific	poverty	thresholds	that	
dictate	whom	qualifies	for	assistance	through	their	programs.		However,	there	are	many	
low-income	individuals	and	families	who	may	not	qualify	for	government	operated	food	
assistance	programs	but	do	experience	poverty.		For	this	subset	of	the	population,	privately	
operated	food	assistance	programs	provide	a	useful	point	of	access	for	food	assistance.		
Given	the	limited	resources	available	to	low-income	individuals	and	families	experiencing	
	 64	
poverty,	it	is	important	that	food	assistance	programs	are	located	within	close	geographic	
proximity	to	the	people	who	need	their	services	so	they	can	access	them.		
		
	
Figure	3-8:	Population	poverty	rates	by	census	tract	and	food	assistance	programs	in	the	Des	
Moines	MPA.	
	
Generally,	census	tracts	within	the	Des	Moines	MPA	that	have	a	significant	presence	of	
poverty,	20%	or	greater,	have	food	assistance	programs	located	within	them	or	within	
close	proximity.		There	are	113	census	tracts	located	within	the	Des	Moines	MPA	and	22%	
(25	of	113)	of	these	census	tracts	have	20%	or	more	of	residents	who	experience	poverty	
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(see	figure	3-8).		22	of	the	25	census	tracts	that	experience	poverty	rates	of	20%	or	greater	
have	1	or	more	food	assistance	programs	located	within	their	boundaries	or	within	¼	mile	
of	the	boundaries	of	the	census	tract.		As	such,	88%	of	the	census	tracts	located	within	the	
Des	Moines	MPA	experiencing	poverty	rates	of	20%	or	greater	have	geographic	access	to	
one	or	more	food	assistance	programs.		This	data	was	calculated	by	selecting	census	tracts	
based	on	the	rate	of	poverty	being	20%	or	greater	and	then	counting	the	number	of	census	
tracts	that	had	1	or	more	food	assistance	programs	located	within	or	intersecting	the	
census	tracts.		This	approach	identified	the	areas	that	are	currently	being	served	and	
potential	areas	that	will	need	attention	in	the	future.		It	is	important	to	note	that	four	
census	tracts	with	a	poverty	rate	20%	or	greater	do	not	have	access	to	a	food	assistance	
program	and	have	limited	access	to	public	transportation	and	supplemental	services.		This	
is	noteworthy	because	it	is	an	area	of	the	Des	Moines	MPA	that	is	potentially	not	being	
served	by	the	current	network	of	programs	and	could	potentially	benefit	from	future	
attention	and	need.		
	 The	percentage	of	racial	diversity	among	residents	living	within	a	census	tract	or	
neighborhood	is	another	useful	indicator	for	food	assistance	program	usage	and	need.		
Generally,	areas	of	communities	with	higher	rates	of	residents	of	color	have	a	higher	rate	of	
need	for	food	assistance	programs.		This	does	not	mean	that	all	neighborhoods	with	high	
rates	of	racial	diversity	require	assistance	but	rather	recognizes	that,	generally,	the	
concentration	of	residents	of	color	is	one	indicator	of	potential	need	for	food	assistance	
programs.		32	of	113	census	tracts	located	within	the	Des	Moines	MPA	experience	rates	
20%	or	greater	of	residents	of	color	and	21	of	those	32	census	tracts	have	geographic	
access	to	one	or	more	food	assistance	programs	(see	figure	3-9).		
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Figure	3-9:	Racial	diversity	rates	by	census	tract	and	food	assistance	programs	located	in	the	
Des	Moines	MPA.	
	
As	such,	66%	of	the	census	tracts	within	the	Des	Moines	MPA	with	20%	or	more	residents	
of	color	have	access	to	one	or	more	food	assistance	programs.		This	data	was	calculated	by	
selecting	census	tracts	based	on	the	rate	of	residents	of	color	being	20%	or	greater	and	
then	counting	the	number	of	census	tracts	that	had	one	or	more	food	assistance	programs	
located	within	or	intersecting	the	census	tracts.		This	data	identified	areas	that	are	
currently	being	served	and	potential	areas	that	will	need	attention	in	the	future.		Note	there	
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are	4	census	tracts	with	20%	or	more	residents	of	color	that	do	not	have	access	to	a	food	
assistance	program	and	have	limited	access	to	public	transportation	and	supplemental	
services.		These	census	tracts	are	noteworthy	because	they	are	an	area	of	the	Des	Moines	
MPA	that	is	potentially	not	being	served	by	the	current	network	of	programs	and	could	
potentially	benefit	from	future	attention	and	food	assistance	programs.				
	 This	research	found	that	the	bulk	of	food	assistance	programs	operating	within	the	
Des	Moines	MPA	are	generally	accessible	to	the	low-income	individuals	and	families	who	
need	their	services.		Nearly	75%	of	the	food	assistance	programs	are	within	¼	mile	of	a	
public	transportation	stop	and/or	a	supplemental	service.		Nearly	90%	of	the	census	tracts	
experiencing	20%	or	more	poverty	and	nearly	70%	of	the	census	tracts	with	20%	or	more	
residents	of	color	have	access	to	one	or	more	food	assistance	programs.		While	there	are	
certainly	a	few	areas	for	improvement	regarding	accessibility,	these	findings	indicate	that	
food	assistance	programs	operating	within	the	Des	Moines	MPA	are	located	in	areas	where	
they	are	needed	and	accessible	to	low-income	individuals	and	families.		
	
Conclusion	
	 Interviews	with	food	assistance	program	organizers	located	in	the	Des	Moines	MPA	
provided	comprehensive	organizational	profiles	and	a	greater	understanding	of	their	
location	selection	decision-making	criteria	and	processes.		Nineteen	food	assistance	
program	organizers	participated	in	the	in-depth	interview	process.		These	organizers	
operated	eleven	food	pantries,	five	free	meal	programs,	one	program	that	operated	a	food	
pantry	and	a	free	meal	program,	one	food	pantry	parent	organization,	and	one	organization	
that	oversees	funding	to	free	meal	programs	working	in	the	Des	Moines	MPA.			
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	 The	interview	process	with	organizers	developed	a	profile	of	each	organization	by	
understanding	their	history,	the	logistics	of	their	operation,	the	services	they	offered	to	the	
community,	and	their	location	selection	process	from	the	organizational	perspective.		This	
interview	process	and	resulting	data	found	the	organizational	foundations	(religious,	
nongovernmental	or	governmental)	appear	to	play	a	role	in	the	location	selection	criteria	
decision-making	process	by	influencing	the	potential	criteria	the	organizers	took	into	
consideration.		This	greater	organizational	understanding	of	food	assistance	programs	
located	in	the	Des	Moines	MPA	that	participated	in	the	in-depth	interview	process	was	
combined	with	the	GIS	analysis	of	geographic	accessibility	for	all	food	assistance	programs	
operating	in	the	Des	Moines	MPA.		GIS	analysis	found	the	majority	of	programs	may	be	
geographically	accessible	due	to	their	close	geographic	proximity	to	public	transportation	
stops	and	supplemental	services	with	the	Des	Moines	MPA.		Additionally,	food	assistance	
programs	were	located	in	close	geographic	proximity	to	the	majority	of	census	tracts	with	
higher	percentages	of	poverty	and	racial	diversity	among	residents,	another	valuable	
indicator	for	evaluating	their	potential	geographic	accessibility	to	populations	who	may	
need	their	services.		There	are	areas	of	improvement	that	are	not	currently	being	served	by	
the	existing	network	of	food	assistance	programs	but	it	appears	a	large	portion	of	potential	
residents	and	neighborhoods	who	may	require	these	services	may	have	avenues	to	access	
them.		Overall,	the	findings	of	this	research	indicate	that	food	assistance	programs	
operating	in	the	Des	Moines	MPA	are	utilizing	criteria	during	their	location	selection	
process	to	help	ensure	they	are	accessible	to	their	target	population	and	are	generally	
located	in	areas	of	the	Des	Moines	MPA	where	they	have	the	potential	to	be	accessible	to	
low-income	individuals	and	families	who	may	need	their	services.	
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CHAPTER	4:		
DISCUSSION	
	 This	research	sought	to	better	understand	the	location	selection	criteria	and	
decision-making	processes	of	food	assistance	programs	in	the	Des	Moines	MPA	and	their	
potential	geographic	accessibility	for	low-income	individuals	and	families	who	may	need	
their	services.		This	chapter	discusses	the	implications	of	the	findings	for	understanding	the	
ways	in	which	the	location	selection	processes	of	food	assistance	programs	take	place	in	
practice,	the	potential	influence	of	organizational	characteristics	on	the	location	selection	
process,	and	the	potential	geographic	accessibility	of	food	assistance	programs	operating	in	
the	Des	Moines	MPA	using	both	interview	data	and	GIS.		This	research	set	out	with	the	
understanding	that	food	pantries	and	free	meal	programs	operate	as	charitable	entities	
working	to	help	mitigate	hunger	and	food	insecurity	for	low-income	individuals	and	
families.		As	charitable	programs,	they	are	likely	to	experience	limited	financial	resources	
and	as	a	result	may	be	more	likely	to	be	located	in	available	buildings	(i.e.:	church	
basements	and	other	low	cost	or	affordable	locations)	without	regard	for	the	neighborhood	
demographics	or	need,	rather	than	facilities	located	in	close	geographic	proximity	to	areas	
where	their	services	are	needed.		The	findings	suggest	that	the	food	assistance	programs	
do	employ	criteria	and	considerations	in	their	location	selection	decision-making	process;	
that	the	organizational	foundations	of	the	food	assistance	program	may	influence	the	
criteria	they	reported	utilizing;	and	that	the	majority	of	food	assistance	programs	located	
within	the	Des	Moines	MPA	appear	to	be	geographically	accessible	to	low-income	
individuals	and	families	due	to	their	close	geographic	proximity	to	neighborhoods	with	
higher	percentages	of	poverty,	neighborhoods	with	high	rates	of	racial	diversity	among	
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residents,	the	public	transportation	system,	and	supplemental	services.		These	findings	are	
noteworthy	as	they	generally	indicate	a	concerted	effort	by	food	assistance	programs	
organizers	to	select	locations	that	appear	to	be	geographically	accessible	to	low-income	
individuals	and	families	living	in	the	Des	Moines	MPA.	
	
Food	Assistance	Programs	and	the	Location	Selection	Process	
Interviews	with	food	assistance	program	organizers	in	the	Des	Moines	MPA	found	that	
95%	of	the	participating	programs	utilized	one	or	more	criteria	in	their	location	selection	
decision-making	process.		The	criteria	reported	by	program	organizers	fell	into	
overarching	categories,	which	included	the	assessment	of	physical	accessibility,	client	
analyses,	organizational	financial	cost,	facility	requirements,	and	the	presence	of	existing	
services.		Criteria	related	to	physical	accessibility	was	reported	by	63%	of	the	participating	
organizations,	client	analysis	criteria	were	reported	by	53%,	organizational	financial	cost	
criteria	were	reported	by	47%	of	organizations,	facility	requirement	criteria	were	reported	
by	32%	of	participating	organizations,	and	criteria	related	to	the	proximity	of	existing	
services	were	reported	by	16%	of	the	participating	organizations.		None	of	the	
participating	program	organizers	reported	criteria	related	to	all	these	categories	though	all	
programs	reported	using	at	least	1	or	more	of	them.	The	presence	of	these	criteria	indicate	
food	assistance	program	organizers	are	generally	engaged	in	identifying	and	
understanding	who	their	potential	clientele	is,	understanding	how	their	target	populations	
travel	through	the	metropolitan	area,	considering	what	it	costs	to	open	and	operate	a	
program,	identifying	what	they	require	in	a	building	to	provide	a	successful	service,	and	
seeking	to	understand	where	current	food	assistance	program	facilities	are	located.		This	
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information	is	important,	as	these	varying	considerations	during	the	location	selection	
process	for	food	assistance	programs	may	be	valuable	in	ensuring	that	potential	locations	
are	viable	and	that	the	food	assistance	programs	deliver	their	services	effectively.	
	 The	frequency	that	program	organizers	reported	their	criteria	may	indicate	they	are	
most	concerned	with	the	physical	accessibility	of	clients,	which	is	a	critical	consideration	
when	opening	and	operating	effective	food	assistance	programs	given	the	experiences	of	
low-income	individuals	and	families	living	in	urban	environments.		Criteria	related	to	client	
analyses	were	reported	at	the	second	highest	frequency	by	participating	program	
organizers,	which	indicates	that	program	organizers	are	attentive	to	whom	their	clients	are	
and	where	they	are	located	within	the	Des	Moines	MPA.		Physical	accessibility	and	client	
analysis	work	hand	in	hand	for	evaluating	potential	locations	for	food	assistance	programs.		
Low-income	individuals	and	families	experience	limited	time	and	financial	resources,	and	
limited	means	for	effectively	traveling	through	the	metropolitan	area	(Clifton,	2004).		
While	some	low-income	individuals	and	families	may	own	or	have	access	to	a	vehicle	which	
expands	their	scope	and	ability	to	access	services,	it	is	important	that	food	assistance	
programs	be	located	in	close	geographic	proximity	to	areas	of	need,	the	public	
transportation	system	and	supplemental	services	to	ensure	they	are	more	readily	
accessible	to	low-income	individuals	and	families	(Clifton,	2004;	U.S.	Health	and	Human	
Services	[USHHS],	2014).		As	such,	understanding	where	potential	clients	are	currently	
located	and	the	possible	avenues	for	physical	accessibility	provides	valuable	insight	into	
the	potential	viability	of	a	proposed	location.		Food	assistance	program	organizers	could	
rent	and	outfit	their	most	desirable	building	based	on	their	ideal	facility	requirements,	but	
if	low-income	individuals	and	families	are	unable	to	physically	access	the	site,	than	it	could	
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become	defunct	and	ineffective.		So	it	is	important	for	food	assistance	programs	to	
understand	who	their	clients	are,	where	they	are	located,	and	the	potential	avenues	for	
physical	accessibility	with	proposed	locations.		Based	on	the	findings	of	the	interview	
process	with	program	organizers,	it	appears	that	the	majority	of	participating	food	
assistance	programs	are	trying	to	address	the	critical	issues	of	physical	accessibility	and	
client	analyses	in	their	location	selection	decision-making	process.		
	 Organizational	financial	cost	criteria	were	the	third	most	frequently	reported	
criteria	in	the	location	selection	decision-making	process.		Criteria	related	to	organizational	
financial	costs	were	reported	by	47%	of	the	participating	program	organizers.		
Organizational	financial	cost	criteria	centered	on	quantifying	the	cost	of	rent,	cost	to	
purchase,	utility	expenses,	and	operational	expenses	of	a	proposed	location.		This	lower	
rate	of	reporting	organizational	financial	cost	criteria,	compared	to	other	categories,	
indicates	that	generally	food	assistance	programs	operating	in	the	Des	Moines	MPA	appear	
to	prioritize	understanding	who	their	clients	are,	where	they	are	located,	and	how	they	will	
gain	access	to	their	location,	over	the	potential	organizational	financial	cost	of	the	location.		
This	is	important	because	it	affirms	the	charitable	nature	of	these	services	and	their	
mission	based	goal	to	serve	the	community	(Weerawardena	et	al.,	2010,	p.	346).		This	does	
not	mean	that	program	organizers	are	not	acutely	aware	of	the	organizational	financial	cost	
of	their	location	and	operation	or	that	they	are	making	decisions	that	impede	or	limit	the	
viability	of	their	services	in	pursuit	of	a	location	without	regard	for	the	cost.		However,	
given	their	reported	core	missions,	it	appears	that	food	assistance	programs	may	at	times	
prioritize	their	programmatic	goals	of	alleviating	hunger	and	food	insecurity	for	target	
populations	over	the	organizational	financial	cost	of	a	potential	location	and	operation,	
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which	is	indicated	by	organizational	financial	cost	criteria	being	reported	less	frequently	
than	criteria	related	to	their	potential	physical	accessibility	and	client	analyses.			
	 Facility	requirements	and	the	presence	of	existing	services	were	the	final	two	
categories	encompassing	the	location	selection	decision-making	process	and	criteria	
reported	by	the	participating	food	assistance	program	organizers.			Facility	requirements	
are	important	to	consider	in	the	location	selection	process	as	facility	characteristics	may	
provide	the	necessary	amenities	for	a	space	to	be	operated	as	a	food	assistance	program.		
In	practice,	facility	requirements	were	discussed	through	a	desire	for	specific	needs	from	
their	building,	including	a	desire	for	areas	with	privacy	for	intake	and	health	services,	
added	space	for	food	sorting,	storage	and	distribution,	office	space	for	administrators,	
bathrooms,	and	buildings	that	are	ADA	compliant.		However,	based	on	the	lower	rate	of	
reporting	for	criteria	related	to	facility	requirements,	it	appears	the	specific	characteristics	
of	a	potential	building	may	not	be	of	the	upmost	importance	when	compared	to	the	
physical	accessibility	of	the	space,	client	considerations,	and	the	organizational	financial	
cost	of	the	building.			
	 The	lower	rate	of	reporting	facility	requirement	criteria	is	understandable	as	the	
mission	of	these	organizations	is	to	serve	the	community,	which	can	sometimes	be	done	
with	facilities	that	are	less	than	perfect.		With	their	mission	in	mind,	it	may	be	easier	for	
organizers	to	compromise	on	the	amenities	in	a	potential	building	to	be	more	accessible	to	
their	target	population	than	to	have	a	better	building,	relatively	speaking,	and	be	less	
accessible	to	the	community.		Criteria	that	addressed	the	presence	of	existing	services	were	
reported	at	the	lowest	rate	by	program	organizers	during	the	location	selection	process.		
While	this	category	could	play	an	important	role	to	help	ensure	new	programs	and	
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locations	are	not	redundant	by	encroaching	on	the	service	areas	of	existing	programs,	it	
appears	that	generally	the	presence	of	existing	services	may	be	the	least	important	
category	for	the	participating	program	organizers	in	the	location	selection	decision-making	
process.		Facility	requirements	and	the	presence	of	existing	services	were	reported	by	
some	participating	program	organizers	during	the	in-depth	interview	process	though	these	
categories	appear	to	not	play	as	important	of	a	role	in	the	location	selection	decision-
making	processes	as	physical	accessibility,	client	analysis,	and	financial	cost	for	food	
assistance	programs	located	in	the	Des	Moines	MPA.	
	 Program	organizers,	across	all	participating	organizations,	reported	criteria	related	
to	physical	accessibility	at	the	highest	frequency,	followed	by	client	analysis	criteria,	
organizational	financial	cost,	facility	requirements,	and	the	presence	of	existing	services.		
However,	each	program	organizer	did	not	report	a	clear	ranking	or	order	to	the	specific	
criteria	utilized	by	their	organization	during	their	location	selection	process.		Instead	of	a	
steadfast	ranking	system,	there	appears	to	be	more	of	a	fluid	continuum	and	balance	
between	each	location	selection	criteria	based	on	the	current	options	in	consideration,	
similar	to	the	decision-making	approach	of	satisficing	(Eilon,	1972).		According	to	the	
reported	missions	and	goals	of	the	participating	food	assistance	programs,	these	
organizations	seek	to	provide	their	service	to	their	community	to	reduce	food	insecurity	
and	hunger,	and	it	appears	they	will	work	to	find	the	best	available	options	and	avenues	to	
achieve	this	mission	by	balancing	their	needs	and	resources.		With	their	mission	and	goals	
in	mind,	and	the	lack	of	clear	ranking	reported,	it	appears	that	the	participating	food	
assistance	program	organizers	do	employ	specific	criteria	to	guide	their	location	selection	
processes	though	they	may	compromise	and	work	within	the	best	available	options	to	
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achieve	their	goal	of	reducing	food	insecurity	and	hunger	rather	than	compromising	their	
mission	to	achieve	the	perfect	location.		In	other	words,	the	criteria	reported	by	program	
organizers	appear	to	be	more	of	a	consideration	in	the	location	selection	decision-making	
process	and	presented	as	goals	for	a	location.		It	did	not	appear	that	these	criteria,	if	not	all	
were	met	perfectly,	would	immediately	disqualify	a	potential	location.		Of	course,	this	may	
be	the	case,	that	certain	categories	could	definitively	negate	the	viability	of	a	potential	
location.		For	example,	the	organizational	financial	cost	of	a	proposed	location	may	have	
the	potential	to	immediately	negate	its	viability.		However,	it	seemed	that	these	location	
selection	decision-making	processes	were	made	more	on	a	case-by-case	basis	than	on	a	
clear,	categorically	organized	and	weighted,	set	of	decision-making	criteria.		So	while	the	
different	categories	are	reported	at	varying	rates	with	a	potential	preference	for	physical	
accessibility	followed	by	client	analysis	criteria,	organizational	financial	cost,	facility	
requirements,	and	existing	services,	there	may	be	much	more	flexibility	in	the	case-by-case	
rank	of	these	criteria	as	program	organizers	work	to	find	the	best	suited	location	for	their	
specific	organization’s	needs	and	situation.		This	insight	into	the	variable	weight	of	location	
selection	criteria	is	important	because	it	indicates	a	concerted	effort	by	food	assistance	
programs	organizers	to	find	the	best	available	options	for	their	organization	during	the	
location	selection	decision-making	process	without	compromising	the	viability	of	their	
services	or	losing	sight	of	their	reported	mission	to	alleviate	hunger	and	food	insecurity	for	
low-income	individuals	and	families,	which	is	in-line	with	the	mission	centered	purpose	as	
non-profit	organizations	(Weerawardena	et	al,	2010).		The	variability	and	flexibility	of	the	
criteria	rank	may	also	be	influenced	by	the	organizational	realities	for	the	location	
selection	process.		Food	assistance	programs	experience	limited	resources	and	walk	a	fine	
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to	ensure	a	viable	service	so	they	may	satisficing	their	location	selection	decision	rather	
than	optimizing	it.		Satisficing	recognizes	the	complexity	of	a	situation	and	allows	the	
decision-maker	to	determine	a	solution	that	is	“good	enough”	for	their	needs	(Eilon,	1972,	
p.	6).			Their	goal	and	purpose	as	nonprofit	organizations	is	to	create	social	value	for	their	
clients	and	community,	so	they	must	balance	the	location	selection	decisions	against	their	
mission	to	serve	their	clients	to	ensure	that	they	remain	viable	as	nonprofit	organizations	
(Weerawardena	et	al,	2010).		This	flexible	decision-making	approach	appeared	to	be	
central	to	the	location	selection	process	of	the	participating	organizations,	one	that	utilized	
criteria	but	lacked	a	formal	ranking	system,	and	falls	in	line	with	the	satisficing	approach,	
which	would	streamline	the	location	selection	process	for	program	organizers	as	they	
weighed	criteria	and	made	complex	decisions	about	potential	locations.			
	
Organizational	Foundations	and	Location	Selection	
The	organizational	basis	for	food	assistance	programs	located	in	the	Des	Moines	
MPA	appear	to	play	a	role	in	influencing	the	types	of	criteria	that	program	organizers	take	
into	consideration	during	their	location	selection	decision-making	processes.		Participating	
programs	were	divided	into	three	categories	based	on	their	organizational	foundations:	
governmental,	non-governmental,	and	religious.		This	research	found	that	organizations	
with	religious	foundations	reported	organizational	financial	cost	considerations	at	a	higher	
rate	than	organizations	with	non-governmental	and	governmental	foundations.		
Organizational	financial	cost	criteria	were	reported	by	75%	of	the	participating	food	
assistance	programs	with	religious	foundations.		In	contrast,	none	of	the	programs	with	
non-governmental	and	governmental	foundations	reported	criteria	related	to	financial	cost	
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for	their	location	selection	process.		This	difference	in	the	criteria	utilized	in	the	location	
selection	decision-making	process	is	important	because	it	may	identify	a	difference	in	the	
experience	of	food	assistance	programs	based	on	their	organizational	foundations.		Food	
assistance	programs	with	religious	foundations	appear	to	have	organizational	financial	cost	
as	a	more	central	consideration	when	compared	their	non-governmental	and	
governmental	counterparts.		This	increased	attention	to	organizational	financial	cost	in	the	
location-selection	process	for	religious	organizations	may	be	a	result	of	the	potential	
revenue	streams	that	are	available	to	them.		Organizations	with	religious	foundations	are	
more	likely	to	rely	more	on	donor	contributions	for	a	large	portion	of	their	budget	
(Twombly,	2002).		In	contrast,	organizations	with	non-governmental	and	governmental	
foundations	are	more	likely	to	rely	on	government	grants	and	contracts,	which	can	be	
difficult	to	obtain	but	are	more	stable	once	they	are	secured	(Twombly,	2002).		Donor	
contributions	have	the	potential	to	provide	a	solid	budget	for	certain	charitable	
organizations	but	they	are	inherently	less	dependable	than	government	grants	and	
contracts,	which	may	be	the	difference	that	causes	food	assistance	programs	with	religious	
foundations	to	report	criteria	for	organizational	financial	cost	at	a	higher	rate	than	their	
non-governmental	and	governmental	counterparts.		This	is	not	to	say	that	non-
governmental	and	governmental	food	assistance	programs	are	not	actively	considering	or	
conscious	of	the	organizational	financial	cost	of	potential	locations	but	may	indicate	that	
financial	cost	may	not	be	as	central	of	a	concern	given	the	different	types	of	funding	
streams	available	to	them.		
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Geographic	Accessibility	
Evaluating	the	accessibility	of	food	pantries	and	free	meal	programs	located	in	the	
Des	Moines	MPA	using	GIS	was	the	final	component	of	this	research.		This	analysis	served	
as	a	check	for	the	criteria	and	location	selection	decision-making	processes	as	reported	by	
the	participating	food	assistance	program	organizers.		This	evaluation	of	accessibility	
utilized	the	locations	of	all	77	food	assistance	programs	located	in	the	Des	Moines	MPA.		
This	broader	range	of	programs	allowed	for	better	understanding	of	the	potential	
geographic	accessibility	of	the	food	assistance	programs	located	in	the	Des	Moines	MPA.		
This	research	evaluated	the	potential	geographic	accessibility	of	food	assistance	programs	
by	analyzing	their	geographic	proximity	to	census	tracts	with	high	percentages	of	poverty,	
census	tracts	with	high	percentages	of	racial	diversity	among	residents,	the	public	
transportation	network,	and	supplemental	services	such	as	health	services,	homeless	
shelters,	social	services,	and	transitional	living	facilities.		All	of	these	measures	provided	
valuable	insight	into	the	geographic	accessibility	of	food	assistance	programs	for	low-
income	individuals	and	families	living	within	the	Des	Moines	MPA.					
Poverty	rates	in	urban	areas	are	a	valuable	indicator	for	identifying	areas	of	need	
and	useful	for	evaluating	the	geographic	accessibility	of	food	assistance	programs	because	
program	users	experience	low-income,	limited	income,	unemployment	and	
underemployment	(Koenig,	2011).		In	the	context	of	the	Des	Moines	MPA,	25	of	the	113	
census	tracts	in	the	MPA	have	high	concentrations	of	poverty,	with	rates	of	poverty	20%	or	
greater.		The	significant	concentration	of	poverty	in	these	25	census	tracts	indicates	that	
these	are	areas	of	the	Des	Moines	MPA	where	residents	may	benefit	from	having	access	to	
food	assistance	programs.		The	majority	of	these	high	poverty	census	tracts	are	located	
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within	the	central	area	of	the	metropolitan	area,	which	is	in	line	with	the	national	trend	of	
concentration	of	poverty	in	urban	city	centers	(Glaeser	and	Rappaport,	2006).		This	
research	found	that	88%	of	the	census	tracts	with	20%	or	more	of	residents	experiencing	
poverty	have	one	or	more	food	assistance	programs	located	within	their	census	boundary	
or	within	¼	mile	of	their	census	boundary.		Similarly,	60%	(46	of	77)	of	the	food	assistance	
programs	operating	within	the	Des	Moines	MPA	are	located	inside	or	within	¼	of	a	mile	of	
census	tracts	where	20%	or	more	of	residents	experience	poverty.		These	findings	are	
noteworthy	as	they	indicate	that	the	food	assistance	programs	located	within	the	Des	
Moines	MPA	are	located	in	areas	where	residents	may	need	them	and	that	the	majority	of	
programs	have	the	potential	to	be	geographically	accessible	to	low-income	individuals	and	
families.		This	is	important	because	it	may	indicate	that	their	location	selection	decision-
making	processes	and	criteria	may	be	effective	at	identifying	areas	of	need	and	providing	a	
accessible	services.		There	are	food	assistance	programs	located	in	neighborhoods	with	less	
than	20%	of	the	residents	experiencing	poverty,	though	it	is	feasible	that	these	programs	
are	serving	smaller	pockets	of	poverty	that	are	concealed	with	our	analysis	at	the	census	
tract	level.		Overall,	the	evaluation	of	accessibility	on	the	basis	of	concentrated	poverty	
indicates	that	the	majority	of	food	assistance	programs	within	the	Des	Moines	MPA	are	
potentially	accessible	to	low-income	individuals	and	families	who	may	need	these	services.	
	 The	percentage	of	racial	diversity	among	residents	living	in	an	urban	area	is	another	
indicator	for	food	assistance	programs	usage	and	need.		The	racial	demographics	of	urban	
areas	have	been	found	to	influence	the	types	of	food	options	that	are	available	to	residents.		
Urban	areas	with	higher	percentages	of	racial	diversity	among	residents	have	been	found	
to	have	significantly	fewer	chain	supermarkets	and	greater	access	to	independent	
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supermarkets	and	grocery	stores,	which	provide	more	expensive	and	less	healthy	options	
than	their	chain	counterparts	(Powell	et	al.	2007).		This	disparity	in	the	types	and	cost	of	
food	available	to	communities	of	color	leaves	the	families	living	in	urban	areas	with	higher	
cost	and	lower	quality	food	options,	which	paired	with	limited	income	and	employment	
options,	means	that	residents	of	these	communities	may	face	greater	challenges	with	food	
insecurity	and	hunger	(Koenig,	2011).		In	the	context	of	the	Des	Moines	MPA,	32	of	the	113	
census	tracts	have	20%	or	more	residents	of	color	living	in	them	and	majority	of	these	are	
located	in	the	central	region	of	the	Des	Moines	MPA.		This	research	found	that	66%	of	the	
census	tracts	with	20%	or	more	residents	of	color	living	within	them	have	one	or	more	
food	assistance	programs	located	within	their	boundary	or	within	¼	of	a	mile	of	their	
census	tract	boundary.		Similarly,	67%	(52	of	77)	of	the	food	assistance	programs	
operating	in	the	Des	Moines	MPA	are	located	inside	or	within	¼	of	a	mile	of	a	census	tract	
that	currently	experiences	20%	or	more	of	residents	of	color.		These	findings	are	important	
because	they	indicate	that	the	location	selection	and	decision-making	processes	appear	to	
be	able	to	effectively	locate	food	assistance	programs	within	areas	of	need	based	on	racial	
demographics	and	provide	services	that	have	the	potential	to	be	accessible	to	target	
populations.		
The	public	transportation	network	has	the	potential	to	provide	low-income	
individuals	and	families	a	means	for	accessing	food	assistance	programs.		However,	the	
public	transportation	network	is	only	viable	if	the	system	has	transit	stops	within	close	to	
the	desired	destinations	of	riders	(Clifton,	2004).		This	analysis	utilized	maps	of	the	public	
transportation	system	in	the	Des	Moines	MPA	to	identify	the	food	assistance	programs	that	
are	potentially	accessible	through	the	public	transportation	network.		This	research	found	
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that	73%	(56	of	77)	of	the	food	assistance	programs	within	the	Des	Moines	MPA	are	
located	within	¼	of	a	mile	from	a	public	transportation	stop.		This	high	percentage	of	food	
assistance	programs	within	¼	of	a	mile	of	a	public	transportation	stop	indicates	that	these	
programs	are	potentially	accessible	via	the	public	transportation	system.		This	is	important,	
as	public	transportation	appears	to	provide	a	viable	method	for	low-income	individuals	
and	families	living	in	the	Des	Moines	MPA	to	access	food	assistance	programs.		
Additionally,	given	the	large	number	of	programs	within	close	proximity	of	the	public	
transportation	system,	there	should	be	enough	quantity	and	variety	of	programs	to	ensure	
that	low-income	individuals	and	families	are	able	to	access	a	program	that	they	can	use,	
even	if	some	programs	have	certain	requirements	for	eligibility	and	use.			
The	proximity	of	supplemental	services	to	food	assistance	programs	provides	
another	valuable	level	of	analysis	for	understanding	the	geographic	accessibility	of	food	
assistance	programs.		Low-income	individuals	and	families	experience	limited	resources	
and	multi-use	trips	can	help	alleviate	their	burden	by	addressing	multiple	errands	all	in	
one	trip.		As	such,	the	proximity	of	supplemental	services	to	food	assistance	programs	can	
provide	valuable	insight	into	the	potential	accessibility	of	food	assistance	programs	for	
low-income	individuals	and	families.		For	this	research,	supplemental	services	include	
health	services,	homeless	shelters,	social	services,	and	transitional	living	facilities.		This	
research	found	that	38%	(29	of	77)	of	the	food	assistance	programs	within	the	Des	Moines	
MPA	are	located	within	¼	of	a	mile	of	less	from	one	of	these	supplemental	services.		This	
information	is	important	because,	when	paired	with	the	other	findings	of	this	research	on	
accessibility,	it	appears	that	program	organizers	prioritize	being	located	close	to	
communities	of	need	and	the	public	transportation	system,	rather	than	in	close	geographic	
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proximity	to	supplemental	services.		Though	being	close	to	supplemental	services	would	
help	some	program	users	alleviate	the	burden	of	multiple	trips,	being	closer	to	the	
communities	that	need	their	services	is	a	more	effective	way	to	be	accessible	to	low-income	
individuals	and	families	living	within	the	Des	Moines	MPA.					
Geographic	accessibility	is	a	critical	concern	for	food	assistance	program	organizers	
during	the	location	selection	decision-making	process.		The	accessibility	of	a	location	works	
to	help	ensure	the	program	remains	viable	and	serves	the	organizations’	target	audience.		
This	research	found	that	a	clear	majority	of	food	assistance	programs	are	potentially	
accessible	to	low-income	individuals	and	families	living	within	the	Des	Moines	MPA.		This	is	
noteworthy	given	the	limited	resources	available	to	program	organizers.		Their	resources	
are	limited	and	yet	they	are	still	able	to	provide	effective	and	accessible	services	within	the	
community.		Program	organizers	reported	utilizing	criteria	in	their	location	selection	
process	to	help	ensure	they	found	locations	that	were	viable	for	them.		These	criteria	were	
formal	in	that	they	were	specific	considerations	during	their	location	selection	process	and	
yet	they	were	informal	at	the	same	time	in	that	they	were	without	a	clear	rank	or	weight,	
which	means	that	the	individual	criteria	may	be	addressed	and	weighed	on	a	case-by-case	
basis.		Yet	the	programs	were	generally	able	to	provide	services	that	appear	to	be	
geographically	accessible	to	their	target	populations.		This	may	be	a	result	of	the	organizers	
process	of	responding	to	needs	they	see	within	their	own	community.		Some	organizers	
may	rely	more	heavily	on	the	qualitative	data	they	collect	within	the	community	through	
the	stories	and	observations	of	perceived	need.		Food	assistance	programs	while	formal	
and	professional	may	rely	more	heavily	on	more	“informal”	evaluations	of	community	need	
and	location	viability,	which	may	be	a	result	of	limited	resources.		However,	they	appear	to	
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still	be	able	to	provide	viable	and	effective	food	assistance	programs.		This	level	of	success	
may	be	a	result	of	their	target	populations	who	may	go	out	of	their	way,	out	of	necessity,	to	
gain	access	to	these	services.	Or	may	be	a	result	of	their	status	as	charitable	food	assistance	
programs	that	are	working	to	provide	help	to	community	members	and	will	go	out	of	their	
way	to	ensure	they	provide	a	viable	service.			
	
Policy	Implications	
The	process	of	evaluating	the	geographic	accessibility	of	food	assistance	programs	
operating	within	the	Des	Moines	MPA	identified	four	US	Census	tracts	that	experience	high	
rates	of	poverty	and	high	rates	of	racial	diversity	among	residents	that	are	not	effectively	
served	by	the	existing	network	of	food	assistance	programs.		Additionally,	these	Census	
tracts	experience	limited	access	to	the	public	transportation	network	and	supplemental	
services.		These	factors	combined	together	identify	four	gaps	in	service	within	the	Des	
Moines	MPA.		Increased	racial	diversity	within	these	US	Census	tracts	was	the	first	
indicator	that	there	may	be	a	gap	in	the	current	network	of	food	assistance	programs	(see	
figure	4-1).		However,	increased	racial	diversity	alone	is	not	enough	of	a	stand-alone	
indicator	to	identify	a	gap	in	the	network.		There	are	plenty	of	communities	that	have	
increased	racial	diversity	that	do	not	also	experience	high	rates	of	poverty,	another	
valuable	indicator	of	need	for	food	assistance	programs.		However,	in	the	context	of	these	
four	US	Census	tracts	in	the	Des	Moines	MPA,	residents	also	experience	high	rates	of	
poverty	(see	figure	4-2).		Given	the	combination	of	high	rates	of	poverty	and	high	rates	of	
racial	diversity	among	residents,	these	four	census	tracts	are	areas	that	are	currently	not	
being	served	by	the	existing	network	of	food	assistance	programs.			
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Figure	4-1:	Gaps	in	food	assistance	network	coverage	according	to	increased	racial	diversity.	
	
The	gap	of	coverage	in	the	network	of	food	assistance	programs	is	further	exacerbated	by	
the	limited	access	to	the	public	transportation	network	and	supplemental	services	within	
these	communities.		As	such,	these	four	US	Census	tracts	are	valuable	areas	of	the	Des	
Moines	MPA	for	planners,	policy-makers,	and	food	assistance	program	organizers	to	
further	investigate	the	needs	of	residents.			
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Figure	4-2:	Gaps	in	the	food	assistance	network	according	to	increased	poverty	rates.	
	
These	US	Census	tracts	could	benefit	from	further	analysis	to	identify	why	they	are	being	
overlooked	and	how	they	can	be	improved	to	increase	the	quality	of	life	for	residents.			
There	certainly	appears	to	be	a	gap	in	the	network	of	food	assistance	programs	that	may	
benefit	from	future	development	of	food	assistance	programs,	the	public	transportation	
network,	and	supplemental	services.			
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Conclusion	
Overall,	this	research	has	identified	through	the	interview	process	that	food	
assistance	program	organizers	in	the	Des	Moines	MPA	do	utilize	specific	criteria	and	
considerations	during	their	location	selection	decision-making	processes.		Additionally,	
these	location	selection	processes	in	practice	have	developed	a	network	of	food	assistance	
programs	in	the	MPA	that	appear	to	be	geographically	accessible	to	low-income	individuals	
and	families	based	on	their	close	geographic	proximity	to	census	tracts	experiencing	
concentrated	poverty,	census	tracts	experiencing	high	rates	of	racial	diversity	among	
residents,	the	public	transportation	system,	and	supplemental	services.		These	are	valuable	
findings	are	they	create	a	framework	for	understanding	food	assistance	programs	in	
practice	and	identifies	their	agency	to	identify	and	select	effective	locations	within	the	Des	
Moines	MPA.		Though	there	are	some	areas	for	improvement,	generally,	these	programs	are	
able	to	find	effective	locations	to	help	serve	their	community.			
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CHAPTER	5:		
CONCLUSION	
	 Food	pantries	and	free-meal	programs	provide	an	essential	service	for	low-income	
individuals	and	families	struggling	with	hunger	and	food	insecurity	by	providing	free	meals	
and	food	boxes	to	those	who	qualify	for	their	services.		The	success	of	these	programs	at	
achieving	this	mission	depends	on	their	accessibility	to	their	target	populations,	who	tend	
to	be	low-income	individuals	and	families	and	therefore	have	limited	resources.		These	
clients	tend	to	live	in	urban	areas,	are	often	concentrated	in	the	central	regions	of	the	
metropolitan	area,	and	tend	to	have	limited	financial	resources	from	low-wage	work,	
limited	income,	unemployment,	and	underemployment.		These	realities	mean	low-income	
individuals	and	families	are	forced	to	work	multiple	jobs	to	make	ends	meet,	which	creates	
constraints	on	their	time	that	can	be	compounded	due	to	limited	access	to	mobility	options.		
As	such,	it	is	important	that	food	assistance	programs	are	located	in	close	geographic	
proximity	to	neighborhoods	and	communities	that	may	need	their	services,	the	public	
transportation	system,	and	supplemental	services,	all	viable	ways	to	encourage	easier	
geographic	accessibility	to	these	critical	services.			
This	research	study	sought	to	address	the	limited	research	on	the	location	selection	
processes	of	food	pantries	and	free	meal	programs.		Specifically,	this	research	sought	to	
understand:	how	food	assistance	programs	select	their	location;	if	program	organizers	
utilize	formal	criteria	and	processes	for	evaluating	potential	locations;	and	if	the	programs	
are	geographically	accessible	to	their	clients.		This	new	information	regarding	the	location	
selection	processes	and	geographic	accessibility	of	food	assistance	programs	is	important	
because	it	helps	to	evaluate	the	existing	networks	of	food	assistance	programs	by	creating	
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a	clearer	understanding	of	their	operation	in	practice,	and	providing	valuable	new	
information	about	their	location	selection	processes	and	potential	geographic	accessibility	
so	program	organizers,	planners,	and	policy	makers	can	develop	and	apply	effective	
interventions	to	positively	affect	the	quality	and	effectiveness	of	food	pantries	and	free-
meal	programs	operating	within	their	communities.			
	
Research	Implications	
	 This	research	is	important	as	it	contributes	to	the	discussion	about	the	criteria	and	
decision-making	processes	utilized	by	food	assistance	program	organizers	during	their	
location	selection	process.		This	research	found	that	the	participating	food	assistance	
programs	do	employ	specific	criteria	and	considerations	during	their	location	selection	
decision-making	process,	which	indicates	that	food	assistance	programs	are	seeking	
certain	characteristics	for	their	locations	rather	than	just	opting	to	be	located	in	the	places	
that	they	can	be	without	regard	for	the	characteristics	of	the	location.		Interviews	with	the	
participating	food	assistance	program	organizers	identified	the	importance	of	
understanding	their	clients,	the	physical	accessibility	of	a	proposed	location,	its	
organizational	financial	cost,	potential	building	requirements	and	needs,	and	the	proximity	
of	potential	locations	to	existing	services.		None	of	the	participating	program	reported	
criteria	from	all	of	these	categories	but	they	all	did	report	utilizing	criteria	from	at	least	one	
category.		Program	organizers	did	not	report	individual	criteria	ranking	or	weight	but	that	
does	not	mean	that	they	were	not	consciously	working	to	understand	each	location	and	
their	potential	advantages	and	disadvantages.		The	lack	of	a	formal	ranking	system	may	be	
due	to	the	limited	resources	available	to	program	organizers	and	their	central	mission	to	
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alleviate	hunger	and	food	insecurity	for	low-income	individuals	and	families	living	within	
their	community.		This	combination	of	mission	and	resource	constraints	may	leave	
program	organizers	looking	for	the	best	available	location,	which	means	their	criteria	may	
be	weighted	on	a	case-by-case	basis	to	ensure	that	organizers	are	able	to	select	the	most	
effective	location	for	their	organization.		The	presence	of	these	criteria	indicates	a	
conscience	effort	by	food	assistance	program	organizers	to	find	locations	where	they	can	
most	effectively	serve	their	target	populations,	and	alleviate	hunger	and	food	insecurity	in	
their	community.		This	is	important	because	it	identifies	a	concerted	effort	by	program	
organizers	to	find	the	most	effective	location	for	their	service	rather	than	just	opting	to	
take	a	location	solely	out	of	convenience	to	the	organization.			
	 This	research	found	that	organizational	foundations	appear	to	influence	the	location	
selection	decision-making	process	for	food	assistance	program	organizers.		The	majority	of	
the	food	assistance	programs	with	religious	foundations	reported	organizational	financial	
cost	as	a	central	consideration	in	their	location	selection	decision-making	process	while	
none	of	the	food	assistance	programs	with	governmental	and	non-governmental	
foundations	reported	organizational	financial	cost	as	a	consideration	in	their	location	
selection	process.		In	contrast,	the	programs	with	governmental	and	non-governmental	
foundations	reported	criteria	related	to	physical	accessibility	and	client	analyses	more	
frequently.		This	difference	in	the	reporting	rate	of	different	criteria	utilized	by	program	
organizers	along	the	lines	of	their	organizational	foundation	may	be	an	indication	of	
differing	access	to	resources	and	revenue	streams.		This	information	may	indicate	that	any	
interventions	or	assistance	applied	to	these	services	may	need	to	be	specifically	tailored	
	 90	
based	on	organizational	foundations	rather	than	being	applied	to	all	food	assistance	
programs,	regardless	of	their	organizational	characteristics.			
This	research	identified	that	the	majority	of	food	assistance	programs	operating	in	
the	Des	Moines	MPA	are	located	within	¼	mile	from	census	tracts	experiencing	
concentrated	poverty,	census	tracts	experiencing	high	rates	of	racial	diversity	among	
residents,	the	public	transportation	system,	and	supplemental	services,	which	indicates	
that	they	may	be	geographically	accessible	to	low-income	individuals	and	families	who	may	
benefit	from	their	services.		This	is	important	as	it	identifies	that	these	programs	are	able	to	
identify	areas	of	need	and	find	effective	locations	within	their	communities.		While	the	
location	selection	criteria	and	processes	in	practice	varied	from	organization	to	
organization,	overall	their	different	approaches	seem	to	be	effective	at	achieving	their	goal	
of	effective	and	accessible	locations.		This	may	be	a	result	of	their	status	as	charitable	food	
assistance	programs	because	they	will	prioritize	approaches	that	will	achieve	their	
missions	within	the	community.		In	the	end,	the	majority	of	food	assistance	programs	
operating	in	the	Des	Moines	MPA	are	likely	to	be	geographically	accessible	to	their	target	
populations	due	to	their	close	geographic	proximity	to	areas	of	need	based	on	poverty	and	
racial	demographics,	the	public	transportation	system,	and	supplemental	services.	
	 This	new	information	regarding	the	location	selection	processes	of	food	assistance	
programs	and	their	geographic	accessibility	is	important	as	it	identifies	that	these	
programs	have	more	autonomy	and	power	that	they	appear	to	have.		Food	assistance	
programs	experience	limited	means	but	that	does	not	mean	that	they	are	unable	to	operate	
effectively	within	a	community.		The	programs	operating	within	the	Des	Moines	MPA	
appear	to	utilize	specific	criteria	and	considerations	in	their	location	selection	processes	to	
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help	them	attain	effective	locations	that	have	the	potential	to	be	geographically	accessible	
to	low-income	individuals	and	families,	which	is	essential	to	their	mission	of	alleviating	
hunger	and	food	insecurity.			
	
Limitations	
	 This	research	provides	valuable	insight	into	the	location	selection	processes	and	
geographic	accessibility	of	food	pantries	and	free	meal	programs	in	the	Des	Moines	MPA,	
yet	explorative	research	of	this	nature	often	identifies	areas	of	additional	research	and	as	
such	carries	certain	limitations.		The	participants	of	this	research	are	limited	to	food	
pantries	and	free	meal	programs	located	within	the	Des	Moines	MPA,	which	is	a	unique	
situation	where	there	are	a	few	parent	organizations	that	provide	support	to	many	
programs	operating	in	the	area.		These	widespread	partnerships	mean	that	there	is	a	
limited	presence	of	truly	independent	food	pantries	and	free	meals	programs,	which	may	
have	a	different	set	of	practices	and	experiences	than	their	counterparts	who	are	
partnered.		This	limitation	does	not	negate	our	findings	but	is	worth	recognizing	as	it	may	
influence	the	generalizability	of	these	research	findings.	
The	food	assistance	programs	participating	in	this	research	had	predominately	
religious	foundations	(63%),	which	may	have	implications	for	the	generalizability	for	the	
conclusions	drawn	along	the	lines	of	organizational	foundations.		With	this	in	mind,	this	
research	could	benefit	from	an	increased	number	of	voices	from	more	food	assistance	
programs	with	non-governmental	and	governmental	foundations.		However,	the	limited	
number	of	non-governmental	and	governmental	voices	may	be	reflective	of	the	broader	
class	of	charitable	food	assistance	programs.		Either	way,	the	generalizability	of	this	
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research	could	benefit	from	collecting	more	data	from	programs	with	non-governmental	
and	governmental	foundations	to	be	able	to	draw	more	steadfast	conclusions	about	the	
role	that	organizational	foundations	play	in	influencing	the	location	selection	decision-
making	process	for	food	assistance	programs.			
This	research	looked	at	geographic	accessibility	by	analyzing	the	geographic	
proximity	of	food	assistance	programs	to	certain	demographic	data	by	census	tract,	the	
public	transportation	system,	and	supplemental	services.		Our	approach	for	understanding	
accessibility	using	GIS	does	provide	valuable	insight	for	understanding	the	potential	
geographic	accessibility	of	food	assistance	programs,	though	this	approach	may	overlook	
some	of	the	specificity	of	experiences	and	particular	challenges	low-income	individuals	and	
families	may	face	when	trying	to	access	a	program.		For	example,	this	GIS	based	approach	
assumes	that	the	public	transportation	system	is	accessible	to	low-income	individuals	and	
families	who	rely	on	the	service	and	that	it	operates	in	a	timely	and	effective	manner.		This	
research	did	not	evaluate	the	quality	of	the	public	transportation	system	but	rather	
assumed	that	it	was	an	accessible	and	effective	method	for	transportation	in	the	Des	
Moines	MPA.		These	limitations	in	the	type	and	scope	of	participants	and	the	assumptions	
about	the	effectiveness	of	the	public	transportation	system	require	recognition	though	they	
do	not	negate	the	valuable	information	learned	from	this	research.		This	research	still	
provides	valuable	new	information	about	the	location	selection	decision-making	processes	
and	geographic	accessibility	of	food	assistance	programs.	
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Future	Research	
	 This	research	provides	a	critical	foundation	for	helping	to	guide	future	research	and	
investigation	into	the	broader	and	more	universal	experiences	of	food	pantries	and	free	
meal	programs	with	the	location	selection	process.		Future	research	can	add	more	value	to	
this	body	of	literature	by	conducting	research	in	a	broader	variety	of	metropolitan	areas,	
interviewing	clients	of	food	pantries	and	free	meal	programs	to	gain	their	insight	in	the	
effectiveness	of	location	selection	methods	by	understanding	how	clients	perceive	
geographic	accessibility,	by	including	more	interviews	with	independent	food	assistance	
program	organizers,	and	by	including	more	programs	with	non-governmental	and	
governmental	foundations.		This	will	help	fill	out	the	picture	by	cataloging	the	experiences	
of	a	wider	variety	of	organizations,	which	will	help	develop	a	clearer	and	more	
comprehensive	understanding	of	the	location	selection	decision-making	processes	and	
geographic	accessibility	of	all	food	pantries	and	free	meal	programs.	
	 Research	in	a	broader	variety	of	metropolitan	areas	may	help	increase	the	variety	of	
voices	and	experiences	for	food	pantries	and	free	meal	programs.		Place	may	influence	the	
experiences	and	realities	of	low-income	individuals	and	families	and	as	such	there	may	be	
value	to	collect	information	from	a	variety	of	metropolitan	areas.		This	additional	
information	could	help	to	confirm	the	conclusions	of	this	research	or	help	identify	
additional	factors	that	may	influence	the	accessibility	of	food	pantries	and	free	meal	
programs.		It	is	important	that	these	voices	are	heard	and	that	their	experiences	are	
cataloged	so	program	organizers,	community	planners,	and	policy	makers	are	able	to	more	
effectively	apply	interventions	and	increase	the	quality	of	these	essential	services.		
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	 Interviewing	clients	of	food	pantries	and	free	meal	programs	will	help	provide	a	
much	clearer	understanding	of	the	geographic	accessibility	of	food	pantries	and	free	meal	
programs.		There	are	many	ways	to	understand	the	potential	geographic	accessibility	of	
food	assistance	programs	for	clients	but	the	most	accurate	is	to	talk	directly	with	clients.		
This	is	an	intensive	process	that	will	require	a	substantial	investment	from	researchers	but	
would	provide	a	valuable	check	to	GIS	based	analyses	of	accessibility	and	have	the	
potential	to	identify	more	place	specific	challenges	for	low-income	individuals	and	families	
who	need	these	services.		In-depth	interviews	with	clients	are	involved	but	they	would	be	a	
helpful	check	to	accessibility	measured	using	GIS	and	demographic	information.			
	 Interviewing	a	wider	variety	of	food	assistance	program	organizers	is	another	area	
of	useful	future	research.		While	this	research	does	include	the	voices	of	a	few	independent	
food	assistance	program	organizers,	they	were	limited	in	the	Des	Moines	MPA	due	to	the	
presence	of	a	few	parent	organizations	and	widespread	organizational	partnerships.		This	
research	could	benefit	from	including	more	voices	from	independent	programs	as	it	would	
help	confirm	the	findings	of	this	research	or	introduce	new	critical	insight	into	the	ways	in	
which	organizational	partnerships	influence	the	abilities	of	food	pantries	and	free	meal	
programs	in	the	location	selection	decision-making	process	and	their	geographic	
accessibility	for	clients.		Similarly,	the	participants	of	this	research	were	from	organizations	
with	predominately	religious	foundations,	so	this	research	could	benefit	from	interviewing	
more	organizers	from	food	assistance	programs	with	governmental	and	non-governmental	
foundations.		These	wider	variety	of	voices	based	on	organizational	foundations	would	also	
help	to	confirm	the	findings	of	this	research	or	identify	new	insights	into	the	location	
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selection	processes	of	food	assistance	programs	and	their	potential	geographic	
accessibility.			
	 Future	research	can	provide	valuable	new	information	to	this	area	of	research	by	
interviewing	more	food	assistance	programs	operating	in	a	variety	of	metropolitan	areas,	
interviewing	clients	of	food	assistance	programs	to	gain	their	perspective	on	geographic	
accessibility	and	by	including	voices	from	more	programs	with	a	focus	for	increased	
diversity	along	the	lines	of	partnerships	and	organizational	foundations.		These	areas	of	
future	research	may	help	to	confirm	the	findings	of	this	research	or	add	new	valuable	
information	about	the	experiences	of	food	pantries	and	free	meal	programs	with	their	
location	selection	decision-making	processes	and	potential	geographic	accessibility	to	low-
income	individuals	and	families.			
	
Conclusion	
	 This	research	sought	to	understand	the	location	selection	process	for	food	
assistance	programs	operating	in	the	Des	Moines	MPA	and	evaluate	their	geographic	
accessibility	for	low-income	individuals	and	families.		To	achieve	this	goal,	interviews	were	
conducted	with	program	organizers	of	19	food	assistance	programs	located	in	the	Des	
Moines	MPA.		The	purpose	of	the	interviews	was	to	develop	an	organizational	profile	of	
each	program	to	understand	their	operation	in	practice	and	their	location	selection	
process.		This	information	was	used	to	further	understand	the	location	selection	process	in	
practice	in	an	attempt	to	understand	the	influence	of	organizational	characteristics	on	the	
location	selection	process.		GIS	was	used	to	evaluate	the	geographic	accessibility	of	the	
seventy-seven	food	assistance	programs	operating	within	the	Des	Moines	MPA.		
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Accessibility	was	measured	using	buffers	to	identify	the	geographic	proximity	of	food	
assistance	programs	to	the	public	transportation	network,	supplemental	services,	and	US	
Census	tracts	with	high	rates	of	poverty	and	nonwhite	residents.		The	goal	here	was	to	
identify	if	the	methods	described	by	food	assistance	program	organizers	had	the	potential	
to	be	successful	at	find	accessible	locations.			
	 This	research	found	that	food	assistance	programs	operating	within	the	Des	Moines	
MPA	do	undergo	an	intentional	location	selection	process	that	does	utilize	criteria	in	an	
attempt	to	find	effective	and	successful	locations.		Program	organizers	reported	criteria	
that	addressed	issues	related	to	physical	accessibility,	client	analysis,	organizational	
financial	cost,	facility	requirements,	and	the	presence	of	existing	services.		The	reported	
criteria	appeared	to	serve	as	considerations	during	the	location	selection	process	that	were	
sorted	on	a	case-by-case	basis	rather	than	by	a	steadfast	ranking	system.		The	mission	
driven	purpose	of	these	organizations	appeared	to	come	first	and	as	a	result	the	criteria	
utilized	appeared	to	be	more	flexible.		However,	these	flexible	criteria	did	not	inhibit	the	
ability	of	program	organizers	to	find	effective	locations.		Program	organizers	appeared	to	
seek	the	best	available	option	to	ensure	they	had	a	viable	service.	
	 This	research	is	important	as	it	identifies	an	intentional	location	selection	process	
that	appears	to	be	generally	successful	at	finding	and	selecting	effective	locations	for	food	
assistance	programs	operating	in	the	Des	Moines	MPA.		This	research	is	useful	as	it	creates	
a	baseline	of	data	for	planners,	policy-makers,	and	program	organizers	to	think	critically	
about	food	assistance	programs	in	practice	and	the	surrounding	built	environment,	which	
can	be	used	to	identify	gaps	in	the	network	and	areas	for	improvement.		Areas	for	
intervention	and	improvement	include	an	evaluation	of	the	public	transportation	network	
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and	an	investigation	into	underserved	US	Census	tracts.		Overall,	this	research	identified	
that	food	assistance	programs	have	much	more	agency	than	anticipated,	which	allows	them	
the	ability	to	develop	viable	and	effective	services,	even	with	shoe-string	budgets	and	
limited	resources,	to	create	valuable	change	within	their	communities	and	neighborhoods.		
Though	there	may	always	be	areas	for	improvement	or	aspirations	for	a	better	service,	
these	programs	are	doing	well	to	enact	positive	change	by	working	to	mitigate	the	impact	
of	food	insecurity	and	hunger	for	low-income	individuals	and	families	living	within	the	Des	
Moines	MPA.	
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APPENDIX	B.	ORGANIZER	INTERVIEW	GUIDE	
	
	
Intro	
• Thank	you	for	taking	the	time	to	speak	with	me.	
• I	really	appreciate	your	time	and	insight	into	food	assistance	programs	in	DSM.	
• Ask	once	more	if	they	consent	to	participating	in	the	study.	
o ARE	YOU	WILLING	TO	PARTICIPATE	IN	MY	STUDY?	
§ If	yes,	continue.	
§ If	no,	stop,	thank	participant	for	their	time,	and	wish	them	a	
wonderful	day!	
	
o Remind	participant	that	they	can	skip	any	questions	and	that	they	should	feel	
free	to	stop	the	interview	at	any	point.	
• Ask	if	they	have	any	questions	about	the	project	and	interview	process.	
o Remind	participant	that	the	interview	will	take	about	30	to	60	minutes.	
	
Interview	Questions	
	
History	
1. How	long	has	the	program	been	operating	in	the	Des	Moines	metro?	
2. Why	was	the	program	initially	established?	
3. What	is	the	foundation	of	the	organization	(religious,	government,	NGO,	other)?	
	
Logistics	
4. How	is	the	program	funded?	
5. How	did	you	select	your	location?		
5.1. What	were	the	criteria	for	selection?	
6. What	are	the	hours	of	operation?	
7. How	do	you	find	help?		Are	they	volunteer	or	paid?	
8. How	do	people	learn	about	your	services?	
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Services	
9. Is	there	a	group	of	people	that	you	target	(want	to	reach)?	
10. What	kinds	of	services	do	you	offer?	
11. What	are	the	requirements	for	eligibility?	
12. How	frequently	can	people	use	the	service?	
13. On	average,	how	many	meals	are	served	per	meal	service	or	day	or	month?		
14. Can	people	come	early	before	service	or	are	the	doors	closed	until	service	begins?	
15. Where	do	you	source	food?	
16. What	kinds	of	foods	do	you	often	have?	
17. Do	you	ever	run	out	of	food?		If	so,	why	is	it?	
18. If	there	is	any,	what	happens	to	excess	food	at	the	end	of	a	meal	service?	
	
After-Interview	Questions	
• Ask	participant	if	they	have	any	questions	for	me.	
o If	yes,	answer.	
o If	no,	remind	them	they	can	e-mail	me	at	jahowe@iastate.edu	if	they	think	of	
anything	later.	
• Thank	participant	for	their	time	and	remind	them	that	their	insight	is	very	
important	for	understanding	food	assistance	programs	and	their	rationale	for	
location	choices.	
• Wish	participant	a	wonderful	day!	
	
	
